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Visual Communication in the Workplace:
A Survey of Practice

Eva Brumberger
Virginia Tech

This article reports the results of a survey of professional writers about the nature and
importance of visual communication in their work. The results confirm the sugges-
tions in the field’s literature that visual communication is important to workplace
practice and that the role of the professional writer has expanded beyond the domain
of the verbal. Visual communication responsibilities are complex and varied, but the
practitioners surveyed typically engage in substantial amounts of design-related
work and value visual communication abilities. The data suggest that visual commu-
nication should be a curricular priority in professional writing programs.

Our field’s growing awareness of the centrality of visual communication to the
work of professional writers has given rise to much of the visually oriented re-
search in pedagogy, rhetoric, and related areas within professional communication
(see, for example, Brasseur, 1997; Kostelnick, 1994). Complementing this work,
educators have also been actively developing courses and programs to help prepare
students for the expanded professional roles they will likely assume. It is not sur-
prising, therefore, that a 2003 survey of members of the Association of Teachers of
Technical Writing (ATTW) ascertained that teachers of professional writing give
visual communication top billing as a topic of interest (Dayton & Bernhardt,
2004). However, while visual communication has established a firm foothold in
professional communication research and pedagogy (Allen & Benninghoff, 2004),
program coordinators and faculty more generally lack current data about the role
of visual communication in the workplace. Such data could help to determine
whether academic perceptions of the importance of visual communication are well
founded, and, in turn, whether academic programs are meeting student needs in
terms of workplace preparation. Such data could also provide concrete evidence in
arguments about curricular design and enrich the information educators are able to
offer students about the workplace life of the professional writer. As professional
communication programs continue to mature and proliferate, such information
will become even more useful.
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This article offers insight into the role of visual communication in the work-
place based on the results of a survey of practitioners. The survey data suggest that
visual communication is at least as important to workplace practice as the litera-
ture suggests. In addition to providing information about the amount and type of
visual communication work engaged in by practitioners, the survey results paint a
clear picture of the value that practitioners place on visual communication abili-
ties.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Over the past two decades, numerous articles have emphasized the importance of
visual communication to curricula and to professional communication practice.
For example, Bernhardt (1986) argued that pedagogy that ignored the growing im-
portance of visual communication would become “increasingly irrelevant” (p. 77).
Brasseur (1997) likewise emphasized the pedagogical importance of the visual in
preparing students for their roles as professional communicators. Making a similar
case for practitioners, Rainey (1997) argued that the roles of designer and writer
have converged, and in turn, visual communication has become a central task for
many technical writers. Indeed, Olsen (1991) suggested that professional commu-
nicators “must become eidetekers, not only masters of the new technology but also
possessors of a deep understanding of the theories and structures of visual knowl-
edge” (p. 19). In light of these and other arguments that have been made regarding
the importance of visual communication to the work of the professional writer, one
would expect the literature also to offer studies providing data about that work.

A review of articles published since 2000 in four leading professional commu-
nication journals (IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication, Journal of
Business and Technical Communication, Technical Communication, and Tech-
nical Communication Quarterly) reveals several pieces on aspects of visual com-
munication (most of which appear in Technical Communication, the most prac-
titioner-oriented of the journals), but none that addresses specifically visual
communication in the workplace. In fact, while there has been quite a bit of discus-
sion about the changing role of the technical communicator, there are very few re-
cent articles that present empirical data on the roles of professional communicators
in the workplace more generally, which is somewhat surprising given the high
level of interest in this topic reported by ATTW members in the Dayton and
Bernhardt survey cited above.

Zimmerman and Long (1993) report the results of three studies of practicing
technical communication professionals: two regional studies from the 1980s and
one nationwide survey of Society for Technical Communication (STC) members
from 1990. Each of the studies reached a similar conclusion: Professional com-
municators have responsibility for a wide range of tasks that typically includes
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writing, editing, producing, and managing documents in a variety of media (p.
305). Writing and editing skills, problem-solving abilities, and flexibility (in re-
sponding to deadlines, shifting responsibilities, and so on) figured prominently.
What little mention was made of visual communication focused on illustration
skills.

More recently, Whiteside (2003) conducted a study focused on the skills
needed by technical communicators new to the workplace. Whiteside surveyed
and interviewed recent graduates of four undergraduate programs in order to dis-
cover what skills they felt they needed to learn for their jobs that they did not learn
in school. Additionally, Whiteside surveyed managers of 50 technical communica-
tion departments in order to find out what skills they believed new technical com-
municators needed to acquire that they had not acquired in their programs. While
there was some disagreement between recent graduates and managers (graduates
tended to place more emphasis on tools knowledge), both sets of respondents
agreed that the new technical communicators needed more problem-solving skills,
project-management abilities, scientific and technical knowledge, and general
knowledge of business operations. Again, visual communication as a distinct form
of communication received little to no attention.

The most recent, and perhaps the most detailed, study investigating workplace
roles is that conducted by Rainey, Turner, and Dayton (2005). Reporting on 10 un-
dergraduate programs and presenting data from a survey of 67 managers, the au-
thors present a comprehensive list of core competencies for technical communica-
tors. The managers surveyed represented a broad range of industries, years of
experience, and “information product types” (p. 325). As Rainey et al. observe, be-
cause of this range of respondents, “the data can be assumed to be suggestive for
the profession, if not representative because of the small, non-probabilistic sam-
ple” (p. 325).

As with earlier studies, visual communication does not figure prominently in
the authors’ discussion; however, several of the competencies identified as most
important do mention or focus specifically on knowledge needed for effective vi-
sual communication. Some of these are technical skills, including the ability to use
desktop-publishing, document-design, Web-design, and presentation software.
Others are more conceptually based abilities, including applying audience analysis
to document design, using “visual elements to communicate a message persua-
sively to a target audience,” designing and producing a range of “professional com-
munication products,” and using page design to present verbal content “attrac-
tively” (Rainey et al., 2005, p. 324). One of the three management respondents
who participated in a follow-up interview commented that, were she designing a
technical communication curriculum, she would “make visual communication a
required course” (p. 332). In short, while Rainey et al. do not focus on visual com-
munication per se, their data begin to offer an idea of the importance placed on vi-
sual communication competencies in the workplace.
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The practitioner survey I discuss in this article differs from that of Rainey et al.
(2005), and from other earlier attempts to examine workplace practices and com-
petencies, in that it limits its scope to one specific area of practice: visual commu-
nication. The relatively narrow focus allows the survey to provide information that
cannot be supplied by a broader look at workplace practices; it results in data that
provide a more detailed picture of the role of the visual in the work of the profes-
sional communicator. Such information is not currently available in the literature
and, given the growth of related courses in professional communication curricula,
is of particular use to academics and to those students considering careers as pro-
fessional communicators.

The survey echoes the areas investigated by Faigley and Miller (1982) in their
exploration of writing on the job. Faigley and Miller “set out to construct a broad
picture of the writing of college-educated people in general …” (p. 558), gathering
data about five general areas: how much work time was dedicated to writing; what
types of workplace writing were required; what methods of composing and media
were used; what respondents thought should be taught in college writing pro-
grams; and how much writing they did outside of work (p. 558). Again, an immedi-
ately apparent difference between the Faigley and Miller survey and the practitio-
ner survey I conducted is the latter’s much narrower focus. However, the survey I
conducted constructs a picture of the visual work of professional communicators
by addressing areas that parallel those explored by Faigley and Miller:

1. How much visual communication are practitioners doing?
2. What types of visual communication are practitioners doing?
3. How have practitioners acquired their visual communication knowledge

and skills and what is the perceived value of these skills among practitio-
ners?

METHODOLOGY

In order to gauge the role that visual communication plays in the work of practic-
ing professional writers, I conducted a study using a Web-based survey. I solicited
anonymous participation in the survey through a posting to techwr-l (www.
techwr-l.com/techwhirl/). The study was conducted in full compliance with the
guidelines established by the Virginia Tech institutional review board for human
subjects research.

Techwr-l is a Listserv of practitioners that has roughly 5000 subscribers. In No-
vember 2005, when I first posted my message soliciting participation in the survey,
203 subscribers were responsible for a total of 610 postings. Although the number
of postings was on the low end that month, the pattern of participation was typical.
The next month, when I sent a reminder e-mail to the list, there were 963 messages
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posted by 208 subscribers. From November 2005 through February 2006, the aver-
age number of postings per month was 875; during that same time period, the aver-
age number of subscribers posting messages was 204. The list archives suggest
that there is a solid core of individuals who post regularly and who comprise the
better part of those 204 subscribers. In short, while there are 5000+ subscribers,
only around 200 of them actively participate in the Listserv.

My posting to the Listserv described the purpose of the survey and provided the
URL at which the survey could be accessed. The survey, which took approxi-
mately 8–10 minutes to complete, included 17 questions as well as opportunities to
elaborate on responses or add additional comments. (See Appendix A for a copy of
the survey instrument). The introduction to the survey restated the purpose de-
scribed in my Listserv posting: to assess the degree to which visual communica-
tion is central to the work of practitioners in professional communication posi-
tions. The introduction also included the following brief definition of visual
communication: “By visual communication, I refer to designing print, Web, and
multimedia documents (including decision-making about issues such as layout, ty-
pography, color, etc.), creating visual displays of information/data, generating
other visual material (e.g., images, photographs) for professional documents, and
any other communication tasks which rely on visual language.” The description in-
tentionally was kept general so as to be as inclusive as possible.

The survey questions fell into three main categories that focused on typical
workplace tasks, the extent and type of visual communication work, and the acqui-
sition of visual communication skills. Additionally, I collected general demo-
graphic information regarding company size, industry sector, job title, and so on.
Cross-tabulation analysis, which enables comparisons of data from two or more
questions, was used to identify relationships between variables. Finally, a variety
of tests—regression analysis, t test, and chi-square—were used where appropriate
to determine the statistical significance of the data.

Advantages and Limitations

Soliciting participation through the Listserv and utilizing a Web-based survey had
significant benefits. The Listserv provided ready access to a large population of
active professionals in various industries and organizational structures; thus, like
the data gathered by Rainey et al. (2005), the practitioner data presented here re-
flect the visual work done by professional communicators irrespective of industry
sector. The Web-based approach also enabled participants to complete the survey
in a convenient way as their schedules allowed, without the bother of having to fill
out and mail hard-copy responses. Finally, it had the added benefit of allowing par-
ticipants to remain anonymous, potentially encouraging more candid responses.

However, the same characteristics that made the survey methodology advanta-
geous also resulted in two limitations that should be noted. First, the sampling
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method: Because participation was solicited through the Listserv, and because re-
spondents self-selected—that is they opted to participate rather than being ran-
domly selected—the sample cannot necessarily be assumed to be representative of
the field as a whole. Second, because participation was anonymous, it did not allow
for the control of demographics such as industry sector, company size, position
type (managerial vs. nonmanagerial), and so on.

RESULTS

Over the course of approximately 2 weeks, 140 techwr-l subscribers completed the
survey. The majority of respondents have well-established professional communi-
cation careers spanning more than a decade. Almost a quarter (24%) have worked
as a professional communicator for over 20 years. One third (33%) have been in
the field for 1–2 decades: 11% report 16–20 years of experience and 22% report
11–15 years. One quarter have 6–10 years of experience; only 17% have worked in
the field for 5 or fewer years (see Figure 1).

374 BRUMBERGER

FIGURE 1 Respondents’ length of time in field.
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Most respondents are full-time employees; approximately 8% identified
themselves as consultants or contract/freelance writers. Two of the consultants
currently hold managerial positions, but relatively few (24%) of the respondents
who are full-time permanent employees are in management positions, which is
somewhat surprising given the career longevity reported. In fact, the data indi-
cate that whether or not respondents held a management position was unrelated
to their length of time in the field. That is, those who had been working as pro-
fessional communicators for many years were no more likely to be managers
than those who were newer to the field. Likewise, holding a related degree had
no bearing on whether or not the respondent had a managerial position. (This
last is not as surprising; giving the relative newness of professional communica-
tion programs as compared to the length of time many of the respondents have
worked in the field).

Respondents tended to be employed by larger companies/organizations: Al-
most half (44%) worked for companies with over 500 employees, while 14%
worked for companies with between 200 and 500 employees; the remainder of re-
spondents were evenly distributed among smaller companies.

The majority of respondents (53%) reported working in the technology sector.
An additional seven who chose Other for industry sector subsequently indicated
that their employer develops software and/or hardware; adding these to the tech-
nology sector figures brings the total for that sector to 58% of respondents. The re-
mainder are scattered across various industry sectors. Some of the respondents
may work for the same company/organization, so the percentages regarding com-
pany size and sector should not necessarily be assumed to reflect industry-wide
patterns. However, it is interesting to note that Rainey et al. (2005) similarly re-
ported the largest group of their respondents (38%) were in the technology sector,
with an additional 10% working in related areas such as telecommunications.

In short, although the respondents comprise a small percentage of techwr-l sub-
scribers overall, they reflect a very well-seasoned body of practitioners in tradi-
tional technical writing positions. Additionally, as noted by Rainey et al. (2005) in
their study, the range of respondents increased the likelihood that the data may be
suggestive of the field more broadly, the convenience sampling approach notwith-
standing. The survey results confirm that the responsibilities associated with pro-
fessional communication positions have expanded and that a substantial portion of
the work practitioners do is visual in nature.

Typical Document Types

The majority of respondents’ professional communication work still appears to
center on print documents rather than on electronic documents. Respondents indi-
cated all of the document types that they create on a regular basis, choosing from
the following list: user documentation/instructions, training materials, reports,
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Web pages, grants/proposals, informational documents (e.g., fact sheets), and mar-
keting materials. Space was provided for respondents to list additional document
types under an Other category; 16% of respondents utilized this option. Just over
one fifth of respondents (21%) checked only one document type: user documenta-
tion/instructions. In fact, almost all of the respondents (94%) work with user docu-
mentation/instructions; over three quarters (78%) work with user documentation/
instructions in addition to other document types. Almost half of respondents (46%)
create informational materials such as fact sheets; over one third (39%) produce
training materials. Interestingly, respondents were as likely to create marketing
materials as reports; 25% checked one or both of these categories. A low number
of respondents—only 8 of 140 (6%)—are writing grants and proposals (see Fig-
ure 2).

Fewer respondents are working with electronic documents than with print doc-
uments: about one third (34%) create Web pages, and responses in the Other cate-
gory suggests that about 9% are creating online help systems, the electronic form
of user documentation. Thus, the data suggest that, while a substantial portion of
respondents (a total of around 43%) do work with electronic documents, most of
their work is still dedicated to print documents.

376 BRUMBERGER

FIGURE 2 Types of documents created by respondents.
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Typical Workplace Tasks

In what capacity do professional communicators work with these documents?
Their responsibilities are many and varied. In order to identify typical on-the-job
tasks for professional communicators, I asked respondents to check all the tasks
that applied from the following list: writing; editing others’ writing; designing
print, Web, or multimedia documents; training; and usability testing. Room was
provided for respondents to list additional tasks as necessary; 14% took advantage
of this option. Only 9 of the 140 respondents (6%) listed only one task; in other
words, almost all respondents have a range of job responsibilities. This character-
istic was independent of company size and industry sector.

Not surprisingly, although respondents’ range of job tasks typically includes vi-
sual communication, writing and editing remain the bread-and-butter tasks of the
professional communicator: 98% of respondents write on the job, and 86% edit oth-
ers’ writing. However, only 19 of the 140 respondents (approximately 14%) indi-
cated that their work is confined to only writing and/or editing. Visual communica-
tionwas thenext largestcategory:Over threequartersof respondents (78%,or109of
140) indicated thatdesigningdocuments isa typical task in their job(seeFigure3).

VISUAL COMMUNICATION IN THE WORKPLACE 377

FIGURE 3 Respondents’ typical job tasks.
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Close to half of respondents (43%) work for companies or organizations that
also employ visual communication specialists, but even in those situations, the re-
spondents still have visual communication responsibilities: 46 of the 109 respon-
dents (42%) who listed designing documents as a typical task in their job have co-
workers who are specialists in visual communication. Cross-tabulating these data
reveals that the pattern of responses is virtually identical in companies with and
without visual communication specialists (see Table 1), indicating that the pres-
ence of specialists had no bearing on whether or not professional writers did design
work.

Extent and Type of Visual Communication Work

Although designing documents is a typical task for over three quarters of respon-
dents, it is, as the above results suggest, one task of many. However, visual commu-
nication comprises a substantial portion of respondents’ work: an average of
21–30%, or between 1 and 1.5 days out of every 5-day workweek. Only 19 of the
140 respondents (14%) said that less than 10% of their work is visual in nature.
Most respondents (59%) said that between 10 and 30% of their work is visual com-
munication, while approximately one sixth (17%) indicated that visual communi-
cation comprised between 31 and 50% of their work. Finally, almost one tenth
(9%) said it comprised over half of their work (see Figure 4).

The survey revealed no relationship between the type of position (managerial or
nonmanagerial) respondents held and the amount of visual communication work
they reported doing. In other words, managers and nonmanagers reported compa-
rable amounts of time dedicated to visual communication. Additionally, there was
no relationship between the presence of visual communication specialists and the
amount of visual work done by professional writers. Respondents reported doing
comparable amounts of visual communication work whether or not the company
employed visual communication specialists. Finally, although the small group
sizes and uneven distribution preclude any statistically reliable comparisons, there
do not appear to be marked differences between industry sectors. That is, technical
writers appear to dedicate comparable amounts of time to visual communication
regardless of the industry sector in which they work.

378 BRUMBERGER

TABLE 1
Design as a Typical Job Task Cross-Tabulated

With Employment of Visual Communication
Specialists

Designing No Designing

Specialists 77% 23%
No Specialists 79% 21%

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
ity

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
H

on
g 

K
on

g 
L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 1

4:
52

 0
2 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Decision-making Responsibilities

Respondents expressed varying levels of decision-making pertaining to visual
communication, although, taken as a whole, they have a great deal of responsibility
in this area. Approximately three quarters of respondents (72%) design layouts or
other visual content (e.g., illustrations, graphs, etc.) from scratch. An almost equal
number (73%) said they apply preexisting company standards or templates, but at
the same time, 41% indicate that they develop those standards. Well over three
quarters modify visual content created by others and/or determine when and where
to include visual content in documents (82 and 81%, respectively). Overall, re-
spondents have significantly less responsibility for the development of company
standards than for other visual communication decisions (see Figure 5).

As one might expect, the type of position respondents hold (managerial or
nonmanagerial) has an impact on the level of decisions they make pertaining to vi-
sualcommunication.There isamodest significantdifferencebetweenmanagersand
nonmanagers in the overall distribution of tasks (p = .02); in other words, the pattern
of responsibility isdifferentbetween the twogroups. It is important tonote,however,
that because there were relatively few respondents who were managers (22%), this
difference may appear larger, and therefore more significant, than it really is. A
largersamplemayrevealnooveralldifferencebetweenmanagersandnonmanagers.

VISUAL COMMUNICATION IN THE WORKPLACE 379

FIGURE 4 Percentage of respondents’ work dedicated to visual communication tasks.
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Almost all of the difference between managers and nonmanagers can be ac-
counted for by the difference in one category: Managers are more likely to have
responsibility for developing company standards for visual communication (p =
.01), although over one third (35%) of nonmanagers still do this type of work.
When it comes to designing layouts/content from scratch, applying existing stan-
dards or templates, determining when and where to include visual material, modi-
fying existing material, and even planning material for specialists, cross-tabulating
the data indicates that managers and nonmanagers share equal responsibility (see
Table 2).

The presence of specialists within the company likewise affects professional
writers’ level of decision-making for visual communication, but to an even more
limited degree. Overall, the distribution is not statistically different between the
two groups (with and without specialists); that is, the pattern of responsibility is
comparable whether or not the respondents had coworkers who are visual commu-
nication specialists. However, respondents are significantly less likely to have re-

380 BRUMBERGER

FIGURE 5 Respondents’ level of responsibility for visual communication.
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sponsibility for developing company standards for visual communication if the
company also employs specialists (p = .007). At all other levels of decision-mak-
ing—designing document layouts and visual content from scratch, applying exist-
ing standards, determining when and where to include visual materials, and modi-
fying existing material—the presence of visual communication specialists had no
significant impact; cross-tabulating the data reveals that professional writers were
just as likely to have these responsibilities whether or not the company also em-
ployed visual communication specialists (see Table 3).

Interestingly, even in companies that did not employ specialists, 11% of re-
spondents reported planning materials that would be rendered by such a special-
ist, suggesting that a small portion of the visual communication work was con-
tracted out.

Types of Visual Communication Work

The range of visual communication work reported by respondents is broad;
however, as suggested by the document types reported, most of it appears to center
on print-based documents rather than on electronic or multimedia documents. For
86% of respondents, page layout is part of the job, and 80% design print docu-
ments. Approximately three quarters (76%) create and/or modify images for inclu-
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TABLE 2
Level of Decision-Making Cross-Tabulated With Position Type

Develop
Company
Standards

Design
“From

Scratch”

Apply
Existing

Standards
and/or

Templates

Determine
When/Where

to Include
Visual

Content

Modify
Existing
Material

Plan
Material

for
Specialist

Managerial 61% 87% 71% 87% 84% 29%
Nonmanagerial 35% 68% 72% 80% 82% 13%

(Shaded area depicts statistically significant difference between managers/nonmanagers.)

TABLE 3
Level of Decision-Making Cross-Tabulated With Employment of Visual

Communication Specialists

Develop
Company
Standards

Design
“From

Scratch”

Apply Existing
Standards and/
or Templates

Determine When/
Where to Include
Visual Content

Modify
Existing
Material

Specialists 28% 65% 73% 82% 82%
No Specialists 51% 78% 73% 81% 83%

(Shaded area depicts statistically significant difference between companies with and without spe-
cialists.)
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sion in documents. In contrast, only 43% design Web pages, and only 21% indi-
cated that they create multimedia materials (see Figure 6). Of the small group of
respondents who checked Other types of visual communication (6%), one third
(three respondents) listed designing user interfaces as part of their job. Only one
respondent indicated that s/he designs online help systems, suggesting that respon-
dents who earlier indicated that they create online help systems may be doing the
writing but not the designing of those documents.

While the small groups and skewed distribution preclude any sort of statisti-
cally reliable comparisons, there do not appear to be marked patterns of difference
in the types of visual communication work done by respondents in various industry
sectors. This is particularly true regarding print document design and page layout.
The data suggest that those employed in the financial and service sectors may be
more likely to do Web design, while those in the service sector may also be more
likely to design presentations. However, with only a handful of respondents in each
of these groups, the data cannot be assumed to provide a reliable representation of
the industry sector.

382 BRUMBERGER

FIGURE 6 Respondents’ visual communication tasks.
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Acquisition of Visual Communication Skills

How did respondents acquire the knowledge and skills needed for the visual
communication work they do on the job? Approximately half of respondents
(47%) indicated that they hold a degree in professional communication or a related
field; over a quarter of that group have completed or are in the process of complet-
ing a master’s degree. Perceptions of what constitutes a related field ranged
broadly, from engineering, to ergonomics, to education, to English literature. De-
grees notwithstanding, respondents tended to acquire their knowledge of visual
communication through a combination of approaches that included on-the-job
training, self-teaching, and the occasional seminar or professional workshop, in
addition to formal education (see Figure 7).

While one third of respondents included formal education as one of the ways in
which they acquired their knowledge, fewer than one tenth (8%) said that it was the
primary way (see Figure 8).

Among those without a related degree, only a negligible number of respondents
(1%) acquired their knowledge of visual communication primarily through formal

VISUAL COMMUNICATION IN THE WORKPLACE 383

FIGURE 7 Ways in which respondents acquired visual communication abilities.
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education; however, even among respondents who do hold a related degree, only
16% listed formal education as the primary way they acquired their visual commu-
nication knowledge. Far more typical was the acquisition of this knowledge
through self-teaching. Not surprisingly, among those without related degrees, sig-
nificantly more respondents—a full three quarters (75%)—listed self-teaching as
the primary way in which they acquired their knowledge of visual communication;
almost all of the remaining respondents in this group (22%) indicated their knowl-
edge was acquired primarily through on-the-job training. Of the respondents with
related degrees, almost half (48%) listed self-teaching as the primary method of
acquiring visual communication knowledge, while one third (33%) said it was
through on-the-job training (see Table 4).

Valuing Visual Communication Abilities

Almost three quarters (72%) of respondents felt that having additional visual
communication abilities would be useful to them in their current position, even
though almost the same number (75%) said that having additional abilities would
not make them any more qualified for promotion. The value respondents placed on
additional visual communication skills was independent of the size of the organi-

384 BRUMBERGER

FIGURE 8 Primary way respondents acquired visual communication abilities.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
ity

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
H

on
g 

K
on

g 
L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 1

4:
52

 0
2 

Se
pt

em
be

r 
20

17
 



zation and the presence of specialists; it was also independent of whether or not the
respondent held a management position. Respondents’ explanations indicated that
they felt additional skills would be beneficial for three general reasons:

1. higher document quality
2. greater efficiency
3. improved decision-making and communication

Responses in the first category typically reflected a conception of the visual as
both rhetorical and aesthetic. For example, comments mentioned enhancing the
user’s understanding of content, impacting the ways in which people read, and ad-
dressing differing learning styles, in addition to making documents more attrac-
tive.

Respondents also felt that having more visual communication abilities would
lead to greater efficiency in terms of the production of documents and the costs in-
curred by their employer. Several comments mentioned the benefits of being more
versatile and being able to develop visual content more quickly and more inde-
pendently, without relying as heavily on the input of supervisors or specialists
(whether the latter were internal or external to the organization).

Additionally, respondents thought that more expertise would lead to improved
decision-making and communication regarding visual content. As one respondent
explained, “Better [visual communication] skills will help me to make better deci-
sions and to explain those decisions to people more effectively.”

Respondents who did not think they would benefit from additional visual com-
munication skills generally felt that their level of knowledge was sufficient for
their current job responsibilities.

Including Visual Communication in the Curriculum

Whether or not respondents acquired their own knowledge through formal edu-
cation, a resounding 94% felt that, based on their experiences in the workplace, the

VISUAL COMMUNICATION IN THE WORKPLACE 385

TABLE 4
Primary Method of Acquiring Visual Communication Knowledge

Cross-Tabulated With Possession of Job-Related Degree

Formal
Education

On-the-job
Training Self-Teaching

Seminars/
Workshops

Degree 16% 33% 48% 3%
No Degree 1% 22% 75% 1%

(Shaded area depicts only statistically significant difference between those with and without a
job-related degree.)
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professional communication curriculum should include instruction in visual com-
munication. Even among those who said that additional skills would not be useful
in their current position, 89% still felt that such instruction should be included in
the professional communication curriculum.

Respondents’ explanations made clear their conviction that visual communica-
tion is both “a regular, expected part of the typical technical communicator’s job”
and “an important component of communication,” particularly in light of what one
respondent referred to as “the modern audience.” As such, they believe it should be
part of professional communicators’ formal training. Respondents also expressed
the opinion that the field has changed—and continues to change—with a greater
focus on visual communication being part of that change. Echoing statements
found in the literature, one respondent explained, “Unlike 20 or 30 years ago, vi-
sual communication plays a large role in technical and business writing deliver-
ables. The possibilities with layout, design, and color in both print and on-line are
almost limitless; professional communicators need to know how to best use visual
presentation techniques in all today’s media.”

Among the five respondents (4%) who felt visual communication does not be-
long in the professional communication curriculum, three gave reasons for their
response, but these reasons showed little uniformity. One respondent commented
that s/he has not used visual communication in his/her “11+ years on the job,” yet
this same respondent previously had indicated that designing print documents,
Web documents, information displays, and presentations was part of his/her job;
no explanation was offered for this apparent contradiction. A second respondent
felt the basics of visual communication should be taught in professional communi-
cation programs, but that adding “too much” material “would excessively diffuse”
the curriculum. The final respondent explained, “Textual composition and visual
composition are not necessarily skills that go together. Just because word proces-
sors combine the two functions does not mean these talents coexist in the user’s
brain.” These responses seem to reflect differing understandings of the nature of
visual communication, its “teachability,” and its relationship with professional
communication more generally.

DISCUSSION

The survey results point clearly to the importance of visual communication in the
workplace. They confirm that the role of the professional writer has indeed ex-
panded beyond the domain of the verbal, as our pedagogical literature suggests. In
fact, the data suggest that, on average, quite a substantial amount of time on the job
is dedicated to visual communication, possibly even more than one might expect,
given the preponderance of work on rather traditional technical writing documents
such as user documentation. Professional writers do design work—and do compa-
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rable amounts of design work—regardless of company size and industry sector, re-
gardless of the type of position they hold (managerial or nonmanagerial); and re-
gardless of whether or not they have coworkers who are visual communication
specialists. In short, visual communication abilities have, without question, be-
come central to the work of practicing professional writers.

Yet, as Faigley and Miller (1982) concluded from their study of workplace writ-
ing, “What we learn from asking about writing on the job is not just that writing is
an important skill” (p. 569). Likewise, what we learn from asking about visual
communication on the job is not just that visual communication is an important
skill, although the survey results provide unequivocal evidence for this. As impor-
tantly, though, the data offer information regarding the types of visual work profes-
sional writers do, information that can inform pedagogical decisions and curricular
structures.

Professional writers have responsibility for a range of visual communication
decisions. The most prevalent visual communication responsibilities are designing
visual content from scratch, determining when and where to include visual mate-
rial, modifying existing material, and applying preexisting templates. The one area
that exhibits significant variation among groups of respondents is the development
of company standards for visual communication. Managers may have more re-
sponsibility for developing company standards, as may professional writers in
companies without visual communication specialists; however, it would be mis-
leading and inaccurate to suggest that professional writers in other positions do not
also do this type of work.

In terms of more specific visual communication tasks, practicing professional
writers design print documents, page layouts, images, and data displays, even pre-
sentations. Fewer than half of the participants also design Web or other electronic
documents, suggesting that print documents—and the design of those docu-
ments—are still at the heart of professional communication. The survey results in-
dicate that practitioners’ visual communication responsibilities are complex and
varied, requiring fluency in visual thinking and problem-solving as well as design
principles and tools.

Respondents’ comments suggest that their knowledge is both skills centered
and rhetorical, and suggest, also, the high value they place on visual communica-
tion. They not only emphasize how important visual communication is to profes-
sional communication more broadly, but also express the opinion that having more
visual communication abilities would help them do their jobs better. Although al-
most half of the practitioners who participated in the survey hold a degree in pro-
fessional communication or a related area, their visual communication abilities
have been acquired primarily through self-teaching and/or on-the-job training.
Finally, based on their own experiences on the job, respondents overwhelmingly ex-
pressed the perspective that instruction in visual communication should be an inte-
gral part of professional communication curricula. As one respondent summed up:
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Unless you are communicating through the spoken word alone, everything you say/
write/show is visual. Just as most technical writing courses address presentations,
different types of writing, and different ways of disseminating writing, they should
also address creating and using graphics, graphical layout techniques, and other vi-
sual display[s] of information. Most importantly, teach these skills with the research
and writing skills, not merely as an unconnected aside.

IMPLICATIONS

The survey data have implications for employers and educators alike. Given the
work professional writers are doing, it would seem prudent for companies to facili-
tate and support additional training in visual communication for their employees.
It is likely that emphasis on the visual will increase rather than diminish, and it
would be in the best interests of both employers and professional writing personnel
to have an established system for keeping pace.

There is an opportunity here for academe to build connections with industry,
strengthening a relationship that has traditionally been uneasy (see, for example,
Blakeslee & Spilka, 2004) in a way that could be mutually beneficial. Employers
and practicing technical writers already benefit from certificate programs and
other course offerings designed and scheduled for a nontraditional student body.
Working closely with industry partners to determine their visual communication
needs, academic programs can develop courses to help practitioners stay current.
At the same time, academic programs at both the undergraduate and graduate level
would benefit significantly from such connections, not only through increased op-
portunities for student internships and employment, but also, and perhaps more
significantly, through the dialogues that may ensue about workplace practices.

The survey results have additional implications for academic programs, partic-
ularly those at the undergraduate level. As Allen and Benninghoff (2004) note,
professional communication programs are not only growing rapidly, they are also
changing to keep pace with changes in workplace roles. The survey data provide
points of comparison between academic preparation and workplace practice, of-
fering faculty and program directors information that can be used for curricular de-
velopment, assessment, and revision. In fact, the responses to the survey present a
very strong argument for making visual communication a curricular priority—a
required and primary area of study rather than an elective or secondary area. If
practitioners are spending, on average, between 1 and 1.5 days of their workweek
on visual communication, should not programs also dedicate a significant amount
of instructional time to it?

Additionally, the data argue for instruction that marries theory and practice,
concept and skill, and that gives particular weight to careful rhetorical deci-
sion-making regarding the design and layout of print documents. If practitioners’
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responsibilities range from designing standards to applying templates, from solv-
ing visual communication problems to editing visual material, then pedagogy must
extend beyond coverage of rudimentary principles to a carefully integrated rhetori-
cal understanding of design. Finally, the survey results suggest that, although Web
design may be sexier to many of our students, printed-based work is still the heart
of professional communication and should therefore still take precedence in our
curricula.

In short, based on the survey results, the argument can be made that every profes-
sional communication program should aspire to graduate students who not only
have the knowledge and skills to plan, write, and edit verbal material for a range of
audiences,purposes,andcontexts,butalsohave theknowledgeandskills toplan,de-
sign, and create visual material for those same audiences, purposes, and contexts.

Some may argue that professional communication programs already accom-
plish these goals. For instance, Allen and Benninghoff’s (2004) snapshots of 42
undergraduate programs suggest that visual communication—in the form of docu-
ment design and visual rhetoric—features prominently in professional communi-
cation curricula. Almost half (48%) of Allen and Benninghoff’s respondents indi-
cated that document design is a core topic in their program; just over one quarter
(26%) said that visual rhetoric is a core topic (p. 170–171). When asked to choose
the “highest appropriate level of engagement” (p. 161) for a list of principles/top-
ics, 69% of Allen and Benninghoff’s respondents indicated that document design
is included in all or most courses (the highest level of engagement); 43% said vi-
sual rhetoric/visual meaning is included in all or most courses. Almost a quarter of
their respondents (24%) indicated that document design is featured as a topic in
one or two courses in their program (the next highest level of engagement); visual
rhetoric/visual meaning was featured as a topic in one or two courses for 52% of
the programs.

Although Allen and Benninghoff’s (2004) program snapshots seem to indicate
that the visual is central to professional communication programs, they lack a
depth of field that might disclose a somewhat different understanding of the pro-
grams and, more specifically, of the role of visual communication within the pro-
grams. For example, can one faculty member—even the program director—de-
scribe with any certainty how topics are addressed in every course in the program?
As a faculty member in a professional writing program, I can certainly discuss pro-
grammatic goals and course objectives. However, without closely comparing syl-
labi, talking at length with the individuals who created and teach those syllabi, and
observing colleagues’ classes for an extended period, I could not comfortably
claim to know how they are teaching visual communication in their courses or even
how much visual communication they are including. And what does it mean for a
topic to be included in a course? Based on my own experiences as both teacher and
student, this may mean coverage ranging from extensive and carefully integrated
(e.g., visual communication is introduced as a critical component of professional
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communication, and every project in the course has a visual component) to ex-
tremely limited (e.g., document design is the focus of a unit or a lecture or one as-
signment).

Perhaps even more importantly, the snapshots do not reveal connections be-
tween visual communication concepts and skills (or put differently, they reveal a
troubling lack of such connections), connections that are crucial in preparing stu-
dents for the workplace roles discussed by practitioners. When asked what skills/
procedures are included in their program, Allen and Benninghoff’s (2004) respon-
dents listed only one item that focused specifically on visual communication:
Graphics development is covered in all or most courses in 24% of the represented
programs and is a featured topic in one or two courses for 52% of the programs.
How, then, can document design be a core topic within the program, or even a topic
included in all or most courses? Where are the other skills that contribute to stu-
dents’ knowledge and abilities in document design and visual rhetoric?

Allen and Benninghoff’s (2004) snapshots offer a starting point, but in order to
determine whether programs are keeping pace with changing workplace roles, we
need more detailed curricular portraits as well. For visual communication, the ini-
tial sketches of such portraits might be developed by asking ourselves questions
about the courses we teach—questions similar to those asked of the practitioners
who responded to the survey:

1. Approximately how much of the students’ work is dedicated to visual
communication concepts and/or skills?

2. What types of visual communication are required of students? (print de-
sign, design of graphics/images, etc.)

3. What types of documents do students design? (user documentation, re-
ports, etc.)

4. Do students learn how to develop style sheets and standards and gain expe-
rience in applying existing standards?

Finally, it is important to note that the practitioner survey results I have dis-
cussed here similarly would be enriched through additional research, which would
in turn provide a more complete picture of the role of visual communication in the
workplace. For example, similar studies that control for industry sector and com-
pany size would allow more detailed and reliable comparisons to be made. More
focused studies that look only at the work of professional writers within a particu-
lar industry sector would be particularly useful for programs whose students tend
to seek employment in that sector. At an even more detailed level, case study re-
search could offer up-to-date profiles of professional writers that showcase visual
communication and help students to see the importance of integrating verbal and
visual abilities.
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CONCLUSION

By no means do I intend to suggest here that we should evaluate professional
communication programs and reshape curricula solely in terms of how they meet
the needs of the corporate workplace. That would be an enormous step back-
ward, particularly for a field that has worked hard to balance theory and skills, to
produce reflective and critical practitioners. However, preparing students for the
workplace is a goal of most undergraduate programs and, as transparently prag-
matic as that goal may be, it is an important one for our students and perhaps
even for our existence as an academic discipline. Practitioner data like those
presented in this article are one important component of the larger equation
that defines professional communication within the academy; they can help us
think about not only what we teach, but why and how we teach it. Such reflec-
tion enriches our teaching, our programs, and, in turn, our professional prac-
tices.
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APPENDIX A:
SURVEY INSTRUMENT

The purpose of this survey is to assess the degree to which visual communication is
central to the work of practitioners in professional communication positions.

By visual communication, I refer to designing print, Web, and multimedia doc-
uments (including decision-making about issues such as layout, typography, color,
etc.), creating visual displays of information/data, generating other visual material
(e.g., images, photographs) for professional documents, and any other communi-
cation tasks that rely on visual language.

By completing the survey, you indicate your willingness to participate in this
study.

1. Which of the following are typical tasks in your job? (Check all that
apply.)
� Writing
� Editing others’ writing
� Designing print, Web, or multimedia documents
� Training
� Usability Testing
� Other: _______________________________

2. What types of documents do you create on a regular basis for your
job? (Check all that apply.)
� User documentation/instructions
� Training materials
� Reports
� Web pages
� Grants/proposals
� Informational documents (e.g., fact sheets)
� Marketing materials
� Other: _______________________________
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3. What types of visual communication are part of your job? (Check all
that apply.)
� Design of print documents
� Layout of pages
� Design of Web documents
� Design of visual displays of information/data
� Creation/modification of images for inclusion in professional documents
� Design of presentations
� Creation of multimedia materials
� Other: _______________________________

4. To what extent do you make decisions about the design of the docu-
ments you create? (Check all that apply.)
� Develop company standards for visual communication
� Design layouts and/or visual content (e.g., illustrations, graphs, etc.)

from scratch
� Apply preexisting company standards/templates
� Determine when/where to include visual content
� Modify existing material created by someone else
� Plan material that will be rendered by a visual communication specialist
� Other: _______________________________

5. Approximately how much of the work you do on the job is visual com-
munication?
� < 10%
� 10–20%
� 21–30%
� 31–40%
� 41–50%
� > 50%
� Other: _______________________________

6. If you had more visual communication skills, would they be useful in
your current position?
� Yes
� No
Why/Why not? ______________________________________________
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7. Would having additional visual communication skills make you more
qualified for promotions?
� Yes
� No
Why/Why not? ______________________________________________

8. How did you acquire the knowledge and skills necessary for the visual
communication aspects of your job? (Check all that apply.)
� Formal education
� On-the-job training
� Seminars/professional workshops
� Self-teaching
� Other: _______________________________

9. What is the primary way in which you acquired the knowledge and
skills?
� Formal education
� On-the-job training
� Seminars/professional workshops
� Self-teaching
� Other: _______________________________

10. Do you hold a degree in professional communication or a related field?
� Yes � No
If “yes,” what is the name and year of the degree (e.g., MA Professional
Writing 2002) _______________________________________________

11. Based on your experiences on the job, should professional communica-
tion curricula include instruction in visual communication?
� Yes � No
Why/Why not? ______________________________________________

12. How long have you worked as a professional communicator?
� < 1 year
� 1–5 years
� 6–10 years
� 11–15 years
� 16–20 years
� > 20 years
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13. What is your job title?
� Technical Writer
� Technical Editor
� Documentation Specialist
� Information Developer
� Online Help Developer
� Usability Specialist
� Web Designer
� Other: _______________________________

14. Is your position managerial?
� Yes � No

15. Does the company/organization at which you work employ visual com-
munication specialists?
� Yes � No

16. What is the size of the company/organization at which you work?
� 1–25 employees
� 26–50 employees
� 51–100 employees
� 101–200 employees
� 201–500 employees
� > 500 employees

17. What is the industry sector of the company/organization at which you
work?
� Financial
� Government/Nonprofit
� Manufacturing
� Medical/Healthcare
� Service
� Technology
� Other: _______________________________

Please feel free to elaborate on any of your responses or add additional comments
about the role of visual communication in your job or in professional communica-
tion positions more generally _________________________________________
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